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A new report by the UN human rights verification team (Mision de las Naciones Unidas en
Guatemala, MINUGUA) shows that rights abuses continue unabated in Guatemala. MINUGUA
says that both government security forces and the guerrillas are responsible for serious violations,
but official impunity continues to be the "most serious" problem in Guatemala. The July 17 report,
addressed to the UN General Assembly, is MINUGUA's second quarterly report, covering the
period Feb. 21 to May 21.
In general, the report indicates that there has been little if any improvement in meeting
international human rights standards since the first report was issued in March. The General
Assembly established MINUGUA in September 1994 to verify compliance with the human rights
accord that the government and the guerrilla umbrella organization Unidad Revolucionaria
Nacional Guatemalteca (URNG) signed in March 1994 (see NotiSur, 09/02/94). The agency is
directed by Leonardo Franco and has a total of 13 offices around the country, including five regional
branches. A total of 339 people are deployed in MINUGUA offices, including UN specialists,
Guatemalan military liaison officers, trained human rights observers, and volunteers.
The report describes the human rights picture during the February-May quarter as "characterized
by the persistence of a high degree of public insecurity," conflicts over land ownership, tensions
between the government and the business sector over fiscal policy, and tensions generated during
the preparations for the November general elections. The report also mentions, as a general
infringement of international human rights agreements signed by Guatemala, the legislature's
approval in March of the death penalty for kidnappers. Furthermore, citing police statistics, the
report notes the high crime rate as exemplified by the 2,053 deaths resulting from violence that were
recorded between Jan. 1 and May 15.
Though it praises the government and the URNG for cooperating with verification procedures, the
report notes that neither has fully complied in handing over information that MINUGUA requested.
It also cites an example of overt interference with MINUGUA's functions by a group of armed
URNG rebels who fired on a MINUGUA military liaison officer. According to the report, MINUGUA
has received complaints questioning its impartiality. These are largely from the military, which
claims MINUGUA does not pay the same attention to human rights abuses committed by the URNG
during armed attacks on military installations as it does to abuses by the military.
The report addresses the question of impartiality by including a number of complaints against
the URNG. Specifically, the report accuses the URNG of failing to live up to its promise made in
the 1994 accord "to end the suffering of civil society." As examples, it cites "war taxes" the URNG
allegedly extorts from the population in rural areas and endangering civilians by planting land
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mines or attacking military targets near civilian populations. Some rural property owners accuse
MINUGUA of not showing the same concern for property rights as for the human rights of those
who occupy land to which they have no title. To that complaint, the report answers that tracking
property rights abuses is not part of its mission. The report records 1,600 complaints of human rights
abuses, 75% more than reported in the first three months of MINUGUA's operation (see NotiSur,
03/31/95).
Of the number reported, 570 were accepted for investigation, which is 97% more than in the
previous quarter. Forty per cent of the complaints received in the February-May quarter were
for violations of the right to life (225 complaints). These included 54 extralegal executions. In the
right-to-life category is an unspecified number of deaths attributed to groups involved in "social
cleansing." These groups, says the report, apparently "execute" persons with criminal backgrounds,
deliver a coup de grace, and dump their bodies in a public place. This category also comprises cases
of threats or attacks on human rights workers, labor union activists, priests, and people who refuse
to participate in the civil defense committees (Comites Voluntarios de Defensa Civil, CVDC).
The second largest category (25.5%) consists of 140 complaints of violations of personal security,
which include cases of torture by the police and military, and URNG threats of harm to rural
property owners who refuse to pay the "war tax." Complaints against judicial and law enforcement
officers for failure to provide due process make up 76 (13.5%) of the total received. The report
says that the judicial authorities are "excessively slow" to investigate complaints of human rights
violations and of crimes in general, and that due process is often blocked by influences outside the
legal system.
The report cites as an example of official noncompliance with due process, the "superficial"
investigation of cadavers discovered in February and March. Additionally, the report cites eight
examples of cases referred to in the first quarterly report that have yet to be resolved. Among them
is the 1990 murder of anthropologist Myrna Mack, "whose investigation by the attorney general
has been paralyzed for five months" (see NotiSur, 03/20/92), and the 1992 murder of guerilla leader
Efrain Bamaca. The Bamaca investigation is being blocked by lawyers for the military (see NotiSur,
07/14/95).) Other categories include 50 complaints (8.7%) of violations of individual liberty, which
includes arbitrary detention and forced disappearance by the national police (PN), members of the
CVDC, the military, and local civilian officials.
The report also singles out for inclusion in this category the recent dramatic rise in kidnapping
for ransom. Categories with the least number of complaints include denial of political rights, with
only two complaints, and freedom of expression. Though no complaints of denial of freedom of
expression were made, MINUGUA received nine complaints of violence and intimidation against
journalists. Besides summarizing categories of complaints received and citing specific cases, the
report also comments on the question of support given to human rights agencies such as the
government's human rights ombudsman. The report notes numerous examples of "pressure and
intimidation" of human rights workers by judicial and police authorities, and 20 complaints of
threats to judges. There have been no significant improvements, says the report, in the government
responses to recommendations made by the human rights ombudsman.
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Finally, the report lists factors that perpetuate official impunity: lack of effectiveness by the justice
system and public security forces in combatting crime; protection by government officials of groups
involved in crime and linked to "economic interests"; the practice by military personnel of defining
victims of abuses as "subversives" and "guerrillas"; and undue control over rural populations by
military commanders and civil defense committees. The report calls for a government "fight against
impunity" backed up by a global human rights policy. It asks all political parties campaigning in
the coming elections to include the theme of fighting impunity in their platforms. [Sources: Agence
France-Presse, 07/17/95, 07/18/95; Central American Report,(Guatemala), 07/21/95; Inforpress
Centroamericana (Guatemala), 07/27/95]
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